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Consumer Behaviour

Carman’s Fine Foods
Summary
This video segment explores the story surrounding the creation of Carman's Fine Foods, a niche Australian cereal company.  Carolyn Creswell, the founding owner of the business, has carved a small niche in the huge $700 million Australian cereal market and started to expand internationally.  The company supplies major Australian supermarkets and airlines (Coles, Woolworths, Qantas and Virgin) and the Lite ‘n’ Easy diet program. The brand has spread to the United Kingdom, with listings in Sainsbury and Waitrose supermarket chains. 

Transcript

Alan Kohler, Presenter: Jayne Edwards, Reporter: The corporate battle for the breakfast table is a pretty ruthless affair dominated by the big multi-nationals.

But about 15 years ago a teenager facing the prospect of unemployment launched her own counter-offensive with a management buyout, and armed with a few sacks of nuts and grains, the business has not only survived, but prospered into a global outfit.

Carolyn Creswell, Carman's Fine Foods: I was 18 years old, working part time in a bakery one day a week and I was told one day I was going to be losing my job because they wanted to sell a little business. So for $1000 the other lady that worked there went into partnership and bought this little business together.

It was really hard. We had no money. I remember driving my car one day and not having enough money to fill it with petrol 'til the next day.


We presented many times to the supermarkets and eventually Coles said yes. They listed us in 20 stores, which I would drive around with my car behind the big semi-trailers and my hatch back with my one little carton, unload it and they'd run round the front of the store and put it on the shelves so it was really me doing everything hands on when we started.

Broker: That looks good in theory, but whether it works on a production line...

Jayne Edwards: Carolyn Creswell now uses a broker to handle relationships with retailers.

Carolyn Creswell: What I've learnt now is you just don't take no for an answer. You keep presenting, and if they say no now, I'll go back in six months and I'll present again then so if you believe your product's going to be successful in that market you have to have persistence.

Jayne Edwards: And it's paid off.

Carolyn Creswell: In Australia we sell to Coles and Woolworths and for the airlines we supply Qantas and Virgin. Light n Easy, the diet program, is one of our biggest customers. We also export to 15 countries. Our major clients are in the UK, into Sainsbury's and we've just been listed into Waitrose.


When we started I think I turned over $80,000 a year and we had about 100 clients in Melbourne and as time goes on our client base has expanded to over 2000 outlets in Australia and we've just turned over $10 million this year.

Jayne Edwards: That's still only a small portion of Australia's $700 million cereal market, but profits are healthy.

Carolyn Creswell: I think a company should try and work on a ten per cent return because, really, you're really not doing it for nothing.

Jayne Edwards: The partnership dissolved after two years and in the last 13 years, muesli has gained popularity to a point where it’s now a pretty competitive game.

Carolyn Creswell: When I started the business, muesli was very niche. People would laugh at me at a party and say, what, you have a muesli business? The trend used to be fat free food that had lots of chemicals and lots of numbers and now that's moved to being real ingredients and muesli has really ridden that wave so muesli is absolutely driving the growth in the breakfast cereal aisle.

Jayne Edwards: The business uses a contactor to make its products, and employs 10 people directly in a deliberately family-friendly workplace. 

Carolyn Creswell: I don't worry really what time people come to work, what time they leave, they set their own hours. We have a kids room where if they need to come to work and they've got sick kids they bring them to work. 

(Reading to children) "The night Max wore his wolf suit and made mischief of one kind..."

Jayne Edwards: For Carolyn Creswell, the load has increased over the life of the business, with two young children now added to the mix.

Carolyn Creswell: From a work sense I'm more productive and I'm better at work now that I've had kids because my time is so much more precious. So I get to work at 8:30 in the morning and I have to walk out the door at 5:30 at night so I have to get home for my kids and it's not negotiable. 
From a work-life balance position I'm very conscious that when I get home I can't be a tired mum. I need to be there for my kids, I need to be giving them everything they need so it's hard, you just have to stay very organised.


